THE DARK AGES IN ENGLAND
lord over them, taking dues from them, many of them being
directly under the king.
A great deal of the land in England—about one-third—stood
outside this feudal system, usually because it was for the most
part not favourable for cultivation. Of such sort were the great
woods, mountains, and wide heaths where no crop would grow,
and such bits of good land as were scattered through these
districts were not settled under a lord nor with a village com-
munity, but were counted as part of this outside system. These
lands outside the feudal system were called by the general name
of 'forests'; which word did not mean, as it means now, large
woods, but any kind of land not under the feudal grouping.
'Forest' is derived, like 'foreigner,' from the Latin root for
'extraneous,' 'outside.' The forests were directly under the
king; and such profits as were to be got from them and the
rights of hunting in them went directly to the king; but nowhere
'did the forests belong to the feudal lords, everywhere they were
regarded as the possession of the central government.
In this form of society the number of men available for
fighting was no longer large, as it had been in the old Roman
time. Only the lords and such freemen as they had in their
train could be summoned to the host, and even these could only
be summoned occasionally and for a short time. It was this
small number of fighting men available for defence and this lack
of organization which made the Danish invasions so serious.
THE TENTH CENTURY: THE LULL (901-1000)
The Effect of Alfred. Though Alfred's name has taken an
exaggerated place in the history of the country, it marks a
definite step. He became King as a young man, not yet of age.
He remained King over thirty years, and though his direct rule,
even when there was no fighting with the pirates, only covered
the southern part of the island, it was the period to which men
afterwards looked back, because it marked the checking of the
heathen onslaught. There would be further pirate raids, but
they would come from Scandinavians who had at least begun
to be civilized. It is noticeable that every one looked back to
it as the restoration of Latin, which had fallen into a bad way
through the looting and harrying of the land. It was also the
moment when a certain court language began to be fixed, and
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